POPULATION

Searsmont’s population has long reflected the rhythms of rural life, shaped by both historical
cycles of growth and economic shifts. From its early settlers to today’s residents, the town has
maintained a strong sense of identity rooted in its rural landscape. This connection to the natural
environment is complemented by a spirit of frugality, pragmatism, and industriousness that has
shaped the town's character for generations. As the town continues to grow and evolve,
understanding the shifts in its population and demographics is essential for guiding future
development and ensuring a high quality of life for its residents.

From its peak in the mid-19th century to its current population of 1,400 residents, Searsmont has
witnessed both periods of growth and decline. As the town moves into the future, it faces new
opportunities and challenges related to its population dynamics. These include an aging
population, the potential for young families and accommodating local workers, and the impact of
economic and social changes. By analyzing these trends, this chapter will explore the forces
shaping Searsmont’s demographic landscape. Additionally, it will highlight the town's ongoing
growth, offering insight into how Searsmont can accommodate future residents while
maintaining the rural charm, natural beauty, and community values that make it unique.

Population Change

Searsmont has undergone significant demographic shifts over the years. The town’s population
peaked in the 1850s at around 1,700 residents, but like many rural communities, it experienced a
gradual decline throughout the 20th century, reaching its lowest point in the 1940s with
approximately 550 residents. This drop reflects broader rural depopulation trends that affected
much of the U.S. during that time. Since then, Searsmont has experienced a steady resurgence,
with its population steadily increasing throughout the late 20th and early 21st centuries.

A key factor in this population growth was the economic development brought about by the
expansion of MBNA in Belfast in the 1990s and 2000s. This major employer spurred regional
economic growth, indirectly benefiting Searsmont by creating jobs and increasing economic
stability in the area. This attracted workers to the region, further fueling population growth. By
2020, Searsmont reached its highest recorded population of 1,400 residents.

Birth rate data further supports the idea that population growth has been driven largely by an
influx of new residents rather than natural increase. While birth rates have remained relatively
stable, they have not significantly outpaced death rates, meaning migration has played a central
role in the town’s growth. Searsmont has consistently attracted individuals seeking a rural
lifestyle amidst scenic beauty, tranquility, and proximity to nature.

Additionally, Searsmont’s population growth can be attributed to its affordability and its central
location within the Midcoast region. The town offers easy access to service centers like Belfast,
Camden, and Augusta, providing residents with the best of both worlds—a rural lifestyle
combined with access to employment, healthcare, and other essential services. This balance has
made Searsmont an increasingly appealing option. As a result, the town’s population growth has
outpaced many neighboring towns since the 1980s, with the exception of Lincolnville (see figure
X). However, recent growth has slowed, largely due to the limited availability of housing stock



and rising housing costs that have surpassed local income growth, particularly in the wake of the
COVID-19 pandemic.

Table X. Births and Deaths in Searsmont 2000-2023

Year Births Deaths Net
2000 21 16 5
2001 13 1 12
2002 14 6 8
2003 16 5 11
2004 10 11 -1
2005 10 9 1
2006 15 9 6
2007 15 8 7
2008 13 4 9
2009 15 12 3
2010 14 15 -1
2011 19 12 7
2012 11 8 3
2013 16 8 8
2014 13 10 3
2015 12 5 7
2016 12 13 -1
2017 15 8 7
2018 13 11 2
2019 16 19 -3
2020 15 15 0
2021 14 18 -4
2022 13 16 -3
2023 12 13 -1
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Figure X. Population Comparison of Neighboring Towns Over Time
Source: Decennial Census

COVID-19 Pandemic

Historically, Maine has experienced slow population growth compared to many other U.S. states,
primarily due to its rural character, an aging population, and fewer economic opportunities in
certain regions. However, during the COVID-19 pandemic, Maine saw a notable shift as it
became one of the few states to experience population growth during that time. This influx was
driven by several factors, including individuals and families seeking to escape more densely
populated urban areas in favor of rural, less crowded environments. The rise of remote work also
played a significant role.

Anecdotal evidence suggests that Searsmont has seen a pandemic-related increase in new
residents including retirees, families looking for a quieter lifestyle, and individuals seeking
homes with more outdoor space. Real estate activity increased, with properties being sold
quickly and often at higher prices than in previous years. The demand for housing outpaced
supply, contributing to rising property values and a more competitive real estate market. These
changes are reflective of the larger Midcoast Maine trend, where rural towns like Searsmont are
seeing greater interest as individuals move away from urban centers in search of more space and
a connection to nature.

Population Projections

Looking ahead, Searsmont’s population is expected to continue growing, but at a more moderate
pace than previous years. The Maine State Economist’s Projections indicate a 5.3% increase in
population over the next 10-15 years, with growth expected to level off around 2035-2040.
Seasonal population fluctuations are not anticipated to see significant changes.



At the regional level, Waldo County has also experienced growth, with projections suggesting a
7% increase in population between 2020 and 2030. This trend reflects the greater affordability of
housing in the area compared to other parts of Midcoast Maine, making Searsmont and its
surrounding communities increasingly attractive to new residents.
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Figure X. Searsmont’s Population Change
Source: Decennial Census; Projections from Maine State Economist

Seasonal Population

Searsmont has long attracted a seasonal population drawn to its lakes and ponds. A number of
seasonal residents own or rent cottages on Quantabacook Lake or Levenseller Pond during the
summer months, while others maintain hunting cabins scattered throughout town. The seasonal
population has remained constant over the past few decades. Given the relatively small size of
Searsmont’s lakes and the current level of development around them, it is unlikely that the
proportion of seasonal residents will increase significantly over the next decade.

Seasonal residents play a vital role in the economic and social fabric of Searsmont, contributing
significantly to local businesses, tax revenues, and community vibrancy. Their presence
enhances the town’s financial health and supports a diverse range of services that benefit both
year-round and part-time residents alike.

In addition to their economic contributions, seasonal residents enrich the town’s cultural and
social environment. They participate in and support local events, arts programs, and community
initiatives. Many also contribute to local charities and civic organizations. Their appreciation for
Searsmont’s natural and cultural assets fosters preservation efforts and helps maintain the rural
character that draws both visitors and residents.

Recognizing the value of seasonal residents, the town aims to encourage sustainable growth that
balances the needs of year-round residents, while continuing to welcome seasonal visitors. By



investing in infrastructure, public amenities, and strategic land use planning, the town can ensure
that seasonal residency remains a mutually beneficial aspect of the local economy and
community identity.

Age

Searsmont’s demographic trends over the past three decades reflect broader shifts seen in rural
Maine, particularly an aging population and a decline in younger age groups. The most notable
change has been the steady increase in older residents, with the number of people aged 60-79
growing significantly over the last decade. The 80+ population has also increased, though at a
slower rate. Meanwhile, the number of school-aged children and young adults aged 20-39 has
declined, consistent with statewide patterns of out-migration for job opportunities. However,
Searsmont continues to have a slightly higher proportion of young children (under 9) compared
to Waldo County and the state, indicating some stability in its youth population.

Despite these shifts, Searsmont retains a viable working-age population, with about 56.6% of
residents falling between the ages of 20 and 64, down 6% from 2000. However, the town faces
challenges common to rural communities in Maine, including a shrinking younger workforce and
an increasing need for senior services. As the population continues to age, demand for
healthcare, transportation, and senior-friendly housing will likely grow. Additionally, with fewer
young adults in town, workforce availability could become an issue, impacting local businesses
and economic sustainability. To address these trends, Searsmont may need to explore ways to
attract younger families and retain working-age residents through housing, job opportunities, and
community amenities. While the town is aging, it remains younger than much of Waldo County,
which could serve as an advantage in long-term planning efforts.
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Figure X. Age Distribution in Searsmont
Source: Decennial Census
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School Enrollment

Overall, the number of school-aged children has remained consistent over the past two decades.
The proportion of Searsmont's population aged 5-19 years decreased by 3% between 2000 and
2020, dropping to 17.4%, although the actual number of children and teens increased by 4. This
suggests that while the number of children and teens rose slightly, their share of the total
population shrank, likely due to broader demographic changes.

Between 2014 and 2023, school enrollment steadily declined, with a notable drop during the
COVID-19 pandemic. During the pandemic, many families turned to homeschooling as an
alternative to in-person education, and some may have continued this choice afterward.



However, there are signs that enrollment may be recovering in recent years, possibly indicating
that the local school-age population is stabilizing as the pandemic's effects diminish. The shift to
homeschooling could explain the decrease in school enrollment despite a stable number of
school-age children in Searsmont.

2000 2010 2020

Under 5 years 72 71 74
5to9years 84 92 88
10 to 19 years 156 202 156
Proportion of

School Aged 20.4% 21.1% 17.4%

Children (5-19)
Table X. Youth in Searsmont
Source: Decennial Census
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Figure X. Enrollment of Publicly Funded Students in Searsmont
Source: Maine Department of Education

Educational Attainment

Over the past decade, Searsmont has seen increases in educational attainment, with higher
percentages of residents earning high school diplomas and bachelor's degrees. The percentage of
residents with a high school diploma or higher rose significantly, from 89.7% in 2010 to 96.6%
in 2023. This increase surpasses both Waldo County (93.7%) and Maine (94.5%) over the same
period.

Similarly, the proportion of Searsmont residents with a bachelor's degree or higher also grew,
rising from 24.2% in 2010 to 31.9% in 2023. This increase is slightly lower than Waldo
County’s growth (from 23.1% to 34.8%) or Maine’s growth (26.5% to 35.3%) but still reflects a
positive trend in higher education attainment.



However, it is important to consider that this growth could be influenced by factors such as the
influx of new residents with higher levels of education, in addition to any improvements within
the existing population.

Searsmont Waldo County Maine
2010 2023 2010 2023 2010 2023
89.7
0, 0, 0, 0, 0,
% High School Graduate or Higher % 96.6% RELC 93.7% B 94.5%
24.2
0 0, 0, 0 0,
% Bachelor's Degree or Higher % 31.9% 23.1% | 34.8% 26.5% 35.3%

Table X. Educational Attainment
Source: American Community Survey

Race

Searsmont, like much of the Midcoast region, remains more racially homogenous than Maine as
a whole. As of the 2023 American Community Survey, 93.1% of Searsmont residents identified
as white (non-Hispanic or Latino), compared to 90.2% statewide. However, the town has become
slightly more diverse over the past decade; in 2010, 96.6% of residents identified as white. The
most notable demographic shift during this period has been an increase in residents identifying as
two or more races.

Household Characteristics

The number of households in Searsmont increased by 3.81% from 2010 to 2020, while the total
population grew by only 0.57% (Table 3). Additionally, the number of households with
individuals living alone rose by 5.16% over the decade, while households with school-aged
children declined. Typically, this trend would suggest a decline in household size, with more
people living alone or in smaller family units. However, during the same period, the reported
average household size in Searsmont actually increased. It is important to note that there is a
significant margin of error associated with the 2020 household size estimates, which may affect
the accuracy of this observation. Despite this statistical uncertainty, these trends largely mirror
broader state and national patterns, reflecting an aging population, changing family structures,
and evolving housing preferences.

The implications of these changes are significant for future housing needs. Although the number
of households has risen, Searsmont’s current housing stock is accommodating fewer people
overall. As the town’s population continues to evolve, ensuring an adequate supply of diverse
housing options—including smaller, more accessible homes for aging residents and housing
suited for single-person households—will be essential in maintaining a balanced and sustainable
community.

Table P-3. Household Characteristics and Trends

Percent
Change
2000 2010 2020 2010-2020
Total Population 1,174 1,392 1,400 0.57%
Total Households 478 577 599 3.81%




Average Household Size 2.46 2.41 2.55! 5.81%
Households with Individuals under 18 Years 157 185 150 -18.92%
Householders Living Alone 114 155 163 5.16%

Source: U.S. Census
Margin of error = 0.47

Income and Poverty Levels

While Searsmont’s population has aged, it has also become wealthier, with median household
incomes rising significantly and poverty rates declining according to data from the American
Community Survey. This trend is even more pronounced when compared to state and county
levels.

Searsmont’s median household income has seen substantial growth over the past few decades,
rising from $24,063 in 1990 to $85,192 in 2023. Adjusted for inflation, Searsmont’s median
household income in 1990 ($24,063) would be approximately $55,454 in 2023 dollars. Even
when adjusted for inflation, this increase represents real income gains that have outpaced both
Waldo County ($68,441) and Maine ($71,773), highlighting Searsmont’s economic
strengthening relative to the region. However, the high margin of error for Searsmont’s 2023
median income estimate ($24,867) suggests notable variability in household earnings, indicating
that while many residents have prospered, income disparities may still exist within the
community.

At the same time, the percentage of people living below the poverty level has decreased
significantly, dropping from 13.1% in 2012 to just 5.5% in 2023. This decline in poverty is
steeper than both county and state trends, suggesting that Searsmont’s economic conditions have
improved at a faster rate than many surrounding areas. However, rising costs of living,
particularly in housing, may pose challenges for lower-income residents despite overall
economic growth.

These shifts indicate that Searsmont has become an increasingly economically stable community.
However, ensuring that future housing and economic development strategies align with these
trends—by addressing affordability concerns and supporting economic diversity—will be crucial
in maintaining a balanced and sustainable future.
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Figure X. Median Household Income Comparison
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Public Opinion from Previous Comprehensive Plans

The 2001 comprehensive plan update survey results indicate that residents are mixed in their
perception of the population growth rate. According to the survey, about half of Searsmont



residents think the growth rate is too fast (48.6%). This compares to 41.6% of residents who feel
the growth rate is acceptable and approximately 10% who have no opinion about the growth rate.
Only one respondent indicated that the growth rate is too slow.

The 2001 comprehensive plan update survey results indicate that residents’ perception of the
population growth rate varies. According to the survey, about half of Searsmont residents think
the growth rate is too fast (48.6%). This compares to 41.6% of residents who feel the growth
rate is acceptable and approximately 10% who have no opinion about the growth rate. Only one
respondent indicated that the growth rate is too slow.

The 2012 community forum keypad polling results indicate that the majority of participating
residents think the rate of population growth in Searsmont is acceptable. According to the tally,
75% (24 people) of participating residents think the growth rate is just right, while 25% (8
people) think Searsmont’s population is growing too fast. No one indicated that the town’s
population growth is too slow.

Population Implications for the Future

Searsmont faces several challenges that impact its population and community dynamics. One of
the primary concerns is an aging population, which presents difficulties in providing adequate
services and healthcare for older residents while ensuring that the town remains vibrant and
sustainable for future generations. Additionally, while Searsmont has experienced some
population growth, it remains relatively small, limiting economic opportunities and straining
local resources. There is also limited access to essential services, such as healthcare, education,
and social support, particularly for vulnerable populations like the elderly or low-income
families. Though organizations like WCAP provide some support, further outreach and service
integration are needed.

To better support the aging population, Searsmont could increase its reliance on volunteer
efforts, fostering a culture of neighborly support and community engagement. One approach
could involve forming a volunteer-driven transportation network to help elderly residents access
medical appointments, grocery stores, or community events. Additionally, a volunteer program
focused on assisting older residents with home maintenance, such as lawn care, snow removal, or
minor repairs, could reduce the physical strain on seniors and help them remain in their homes
longer. VVolunteers could also play a key role in organizing social events or regular check-ins for
isolated seniors, helping to combat loneliness and maintain social connections.

Youth engagement and retention is a concern, as young people may leave Searsmont in search of
better opportunities due to the limited access to higher education or well-paying jobs locally.
Economic opportunities are another challenge, with the local economy being primarily driven by
trades, farming, self-employment, and small businesses. This lack of job diversity and career
opportunities can lead younger people to migrate out of town for work or education.
Furthermore, infrastructure, recreational facilities, and programs for all age groups could be
expanded to improve livability and attract more young families. Ensuring effective
communication about events, services, and volunteer opportunities is also important, but
reaching all residents, particularly in a small rural town, can be a challenge. Lastly, rural
isolation and limited transportation options can be barriers for residents who need to travel for
work, education, or healthcare. Addressing these challenges will require a collaborative effort



from local government, community organizations, and residents to create an inclusive,
sustainable, and thriving community for all.

Actions to Support Population and Community in Searsmont

Ensure Accessibility and Inclusivity of Services: Work to ensure that Searsmont’s
services and resources are accessible and inclusive of diverse populations, including
varying age groups, family structures, and economic statuses. This can be achieved by:
o Partnering with community-based organizations, such as Waldo Community
Action Partners (WCAP), to address local needs.
o Advocating for residents' needs in terms of WCAP services to ensure equitable
access and support.
Preserve Local Character and Foster Resident Participation: To maintain
Searsmont’s unique character and encourage active resident involvement, orient new and
prospective residents by providing a welcome packet. This packet should include
information on:
o The town’s history and character.
o Local government services and participation opportunities.
o Available resources to help residents feel connected to the community from the
outset.
Encourage Steady, Manageable Population Growth: Promote Searsmont as an
attractive place to live, particularly for younger people and households, through:
o Supporting the development of recreational facilities and programs for children,
families, and adults to enhance quality of life.
o Strengthening community bonds by:
« Reviving Searsmont Heritage Day to celebrate the town’s history and
culture.
Establishing a platform for regular communication about community
events, services, and volunteer opportunities.
Support Elderly and Community Needs: Address the needs of the elderly and broader
community by:
o Organizing a volunteer committee focused on these needs.
o Broadening the volunteer base through regular advertising of open positions and
holding an annual volunteer event to engage residents.
Amplify Youth and Young Families’ Voices: Actively engage Searsmont’s youth and
young families by:
o Forming a parental/family leadership advisory committee to gather insights and
ideas.
o Exploring ways to offer community and childcare services at the community
building to ensure accessibility and support for young families.
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